Generosity by Williams, Mel
Generosity
Posted on Sun Sep 22 2002:
Mel Williams
GENEROSITY Matthew 20:1-16
	a sermon by Mel Williams 
	Watts Street Baptist Church 
	22 September 2002
 
Sometimes we read stories of people who do deeds of remarkable sacrifice and service. As I have listened to the stories of the September 11 firefighters in New York, I’m in awe of their actions. In the middle of enormous danger, with the World Trade Center on fire and on the edge of collapse, the firefighters continued to go back into the building to save lives. Many of them died as they were getting other people to safety. 
How could they do that? Firefighters would say, "That’s what we’re trained to do." Others have said, "These are incredibly brave, giving people." Others who have taken similar risks to save somebody have said, "I did it because it needed to be done."
In the midst of stress and danger, people can show enormous generosity. And when we see that generous spirit, we are inspired. Our faith in the goodness of human beings gets restored. But generosity is not reserved only for heroes. Generosity is a quality that is in all of us. So we wonder: When we are challenged in the moment by what needs to be done, will we too be filled with generosity and sacrifice?
We know that human nature is a mixed bag. We are filled with goodness, but we also battle our own self-centeredness. We struggle to live with our tendency to place ourselves first, to look after Number One. We struggle also with the powerful generosity and goodness that is within us. Theologians tell us we have a choice. Will we choose self-centeredness or generosity?
When we hear about the generosity of the firefighters or when we see the generous spirit of people we know who may be deacons or members of this church, we are humbled. When we see their goodness, we get clear again about our basic nature---who we are: We are made in the image of God. We are made to be like God!
What is God like? "The Lord is merciful and gracious, slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love." (Psalm 103:8) As Fr. Patrick Tuttle said in his wedding homily yesterday, "God is spilling over with love and generosity, spilling all over us! The Bible is clear that God is excessively generous. God gives us "all good gifts." God keeps on giving to us. 
And we are made in God’s image; we are created to be generous people. 
But generosity can lead to problems. In the parable for today Jesus tells about a landowner, who sent out workers into his vineyard. The workers started to work early in the morning, and the landowner negotiated paying them the standard pay for a day’s work. Let’s update the story and say he offered them $70. for the day’s work. The early laborers agreed to this pay and went to work. Then the owner went back to the labor pool at 9, 12, and 3 and brought in more workers. He went back at 5:00 and found some more workers. When they all finished work, at about 6 PM, the owner said "Pay them all the same." 
The early morning workers protested. Why would you pay them the same as you paid us? We’ve worked all day! The owner says, "I paid you what I agreed to pay you. Do you begrudge my generosity to these others? It is my choice to give to these last workers the same that I give to you."
Someone has said that this is parable is un-American. It goes against our custom: a day’s pay for a day’s work. The vineyard owner could have avoided the workers’ protest; he could have quietly paid the early workers, and then paid the others. But he set up this dramatic moment. Why? 
In Jesus’ day over 90 percent of the people were poor. If the 5 o’clock workers had gone home with only one hour’s pay, their families would have been deprived. The landowner based his pay not on the hours worked but on the needs of the workers. His generosity was based on their need and his compassion.
I can’t think of a better guideline for generosity. When need connects with compassion, there is generosity. I can’t think of a better guideline for the work of a deacon in our church. Our love and care is not based on some capitalistic system, where we give only according to the time worked. Our love and care is based only on a person’s need and our own compassion.
In this story the owner of the vineyard treated these workers as family members. They didn’t earn the $70. for working one hour. Likewise, we can’t earn acceptance or forgiveness or love. They are all gifts of grace, spilling over from a generous giver.
We are made in the image of God. As we deepen our life with God, may we all discover that generosity is a vital part of who we are. Be generous as God is generous.
So may it be. Amen.
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